Abstract. The present paper participates in the discussion about the differences between masculine and feminine modes of travel in terms of interests, perception, Empire and a comparative understanding of femininity and expected feminine behaviour. Therefore, the contention of this paper is that, in Lady Mary's letters, the female-traveller's gaze ends in meditation and self-contemplation, and functions as a means of comparing and reassessing female identity.
cultural mediatrix (…) casting her recuperative gaze upon the polychromic, interstitial sties of the cities, fortresses, or castles she tours by " (239) . This cultural mediation between past and present is enriched by Lady Mary's insightful analyses of coeval cultural encounters drawing on reflections on her unmediated experiences. She interacted mainly with women, and most of these interactions occurred in feminine spaces. Her perceptive descriptions of the societies she encountered and the savvy observations on the people she met are always translated into her own culture. This strategy does more than educate her correspondents on foreign customs; it allows a feminine configuration of the map of continental Europe and the Ottoman Empire and a comparative understanding of femininity and expected feminine behaviour.
The implications of Lady Mary's letters extend beyond the space of confessional self-revelation and echo across the public sphere. For instance, the letters tackling her Turkish experiences participate in the formation of the Orientalist discourse. As Mihaela Mudure explains, Lady Mary's letters "were published during the formative period of the Orientalist discourse, a discourse of the Western power according to Edward Said, which was meant to chart the symbolic borders of Europe in contrast to the Oriental otherness." 1 (151). Indeed, Lady Mary's letters reveal the same type of fascination with the exoticism of difference that seems to define the dynamics of the European encounters with Eastern cultures. On the other hand, the letters resist the reinforcement of received and commonly-held assumptions about Oriental cultures through Lady Mary's effort to learn about and from the people she met. Her mode of engaging new cultures is guided by curiosity and fascination, and her strategies of interaction and exchange are mindful of cultural variations and ideological differences. In this manner, Lady Mary's letters differ from the rhetoric of cultural confrontation that has shaped the discourse of exploration and colonization.
Although the letters sent from the countries under the Ottoman Empire have attracted the most attention (precisely because of the European fascination with the exoticism of the Oriental world), the construction of otherness in Lady Mary's travel correspondence is not restricted to the East-West dichotomy. The strategies of othering at work in this collection of letters rely rather on the 'English -non-English' opposition. Although there is a direct relation between cultural distance and Lady Mary's fascination and appreciation, she examines and reports on continental European societies with just as much interest and insight as she does on those of the countries under Ottoman domination. Thus, the logic of European sameness is replaced with strategies of defining otherness with a view to revisiting and reflecting on the notion of Englishness; or, more accurately, of feminine Englishness, since the perspective from which 'non-English otherness' is configured in Lady Mary's letters is also that of an 'other' -not a 'cultural other,' but the 'female other,' a construct emerging from the structure of Western gender politics and power relations. As a woman, the writer's own status is shaped under strategies of othering designed by a patriarchal hierarchy.
Due to her minute reporting, to the realistic vein of her first-hand observations, and to her vital and energetic style, Lady Mary's letters read like an entertaining travel journal, written from and clearly imprinted with a feminine perspective. Her letters participate in the debate about the difference between male and female modes of travel writing. As the lady (identified as Mary Astell) who prefaced Lady Mary's Letters argues, there is a clear difference between male and female travel observations and, moreover, women's accounts are considered superior:
I CONFESS, I am malicious enough to desire, that the world should see to how much better purpose the LADIES travel than their LORDS; and that, whilst it is surfeited with Male travels, all in the same tone, and stuffed with the same trifles; a lady has the skill to strike out a new path, and to embellish a worn-out subject with variety of fresh and elegant entertainment. (Preface, By a Lady, written in 1724)
The superiority of the feminine style drawing on the newness and the freshness of the tone on which the prefacer builds her argument is the effect of the lack of an established tradition of female writing. Therefore, the feminine insights are meant to enlarge and complete the set of possible approaches to seeing the world and addressing cultural differences. As Sara Mills noted, unlike the traditional discourse of male travel writers, concerned with the exploration of the public space and universal manifestations of human nature, women focus chiefly on the particular experience of individual and personal interaction (3). The personal note of female travel accounts reveals the dynamic of the negotiation between the writer's background and the new personal experiences, which often functions as an impulse to reconsider and revise the writer's role and identity. The women of the high society in Vienna receive special attention in Lady Mary's letters, as she spent a few months in their company. In a letter addressed to her sister, she does nothing to hide her judgemental attitude and her satirical fangs when describing the appearance and judging the taste in fashion of Viennese women. Lady Mary sees their dresses and adornments as "monstrous," "absurd,"
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and "contrary to all common sense" and then proceeds to a minute description which, again, involves a comparison with English women (Letter IX). The maliciousness of her account transpires through the writer's self-assumed superiority position, visible in the premeditated association of the fashion accessories of Viennese ladies with the tools of British working-class women:
They build certain fabrics of gauze on their heads, about a yard high, consisting of three or four stories, fortified with numberless yards of heavy ribbon. The foundation of this structure is a thing they call a Bourle, which is exactly of the same shape and kind, but about four times as big as those rolls our prudent milk-maids make use of to fix their pails upon. Differences in behaviour seem much easier to accept than offences to good taste in fashion. Therefore, aesthetics seems to win over morality when it comes to providing a framework for assessing cultural differences. Mary Wortley Montagu's irony only shows when she tackles the difference in attitude between Viennese and English husbands. Given the aforementioned description of their wives, it is no wonder that they show some gratitude to the gallants courting their wives. This behaviour of Viennese women is not only condoned, but encouraged by society. It had become a tradition with well established rituals. As Lady Mary tells her correspondent, in Vienna, a woman looks for a lover immediately after marriage and such para-marital relationships usually last twenty years. Moreover, "it would be a downright affront, and publicly resented, if you invited a woman of quality to dinner, without, at the same time, inviting her two attendants of lover and husband, between whom she sits in state with great gravity" (Letter X). Within this context, Lady Mary's behaviour, i.e. her reticence with regard to finding a lover, was deemed inappropriate and judged as a breach of the laws of common sense, as she confessed to her correspondent, Lady R --: a lady, who is very much my friend here, told me but yesterday, how much I was obliged to her for justifying my conduct in a conversation relating to me, where it was publicly asserted, that I could not possibly have common sense, since I had been in town above a fortnight, and had made no steps towards commencing an amour.
(Letter X)
A similar marital arrangement is described in a letter sent during Lady Mary's return trip and addressed to her sister, in which she analyses the relationship between the women of Genoa and the Cizisbeis, "gentlemen who devote themselves to the service of a particular lady" (Letter XLV). While the Genovese ladies escape the kind of vitriolic treatment Lady Mary applies to Parisian or Viennese women, the biting tone of her consternation targets the Cizisbeis, to whom she refers as "those animals." She emphasizes her scornful amazement by writing: "Upon my word, nothing but my own eyes could have convinced me there were any such upon earth" (Letter XLV). This social phenomenon is ironically explained as the result of male futility. The acid rhetoric of the explanation also targets the presumed political wisdom of the unaware cuckold:
The fashion began here, and is now received all over Italy, where the husbands are not such terrible creatures as we represent them. There are none among them such brutes, as to pretend to find fault with a custom so well established, and so politically founded, since I am assured, that it was an expedient, first found out by the senate, to put an end to those family hatreds, which tore their state to pieces, and to find employment for those young men who were forced to cut one another's throats, pour passer le temps: and it has succeeded so well, that since the institution of Cizisbei, there has been nothing but peace and good humour amongst them. (Letter XLV) The institutionalised freedom to enjoy flattery, courtship, and presents from other men besides the husband intrigues Lady Mary. However, she does not appear willing to sanction such social behaviour, even if it enables female sexual freedom. Although the Cizisbei willingly becomes the adulating servant of the lady, What is remarkable about her stance and tone is that she "writes against the grain of western fantasies about the secret recesses of the harem and hamam" (Bohls and Duncan 4) . Even in this picturesque description, she is more focused on aesthetic pleasure than on imprinting some mythical dimension on the customarily sexualized oriental female spaces.
Montagu's gaze gains a denser self-contemplating dimension as she becomes aware of the difference between the naked bodies of the Turkish women and her own inappropriately covered body. The reaction of the Turkish ladies to the clothed Englishwoman becomes yet another opportunity to revisit and reassess the identity of Englishwomen as compared to other cultures and, implicitly, of the author herself:
I know no European court, where the ladies would have behaved themselves in so polite a manner to such a stranger. I believe, upon the whole, there were two hundred women, and yet none of those disdainful smiles, and satirical whispers, that never fail in our assemblies, when any body appears that is not dressed exactly in the fashion. (Letter XXVI) As the experience becomes more personal, it encourages even more selfawareness and self-reflection. The women in the hamam wanted Lady Mary to go through the bath ritual in the traditional way, so they insisted on her losing her clothes. However, the view of the corset convinced them that it is beyond Lady Mary's prerogatives as a woman and a wife to control her body and decide on the moments when she can take off her clothes: "they believed I was locked up in that machine, and that it was not in my own power to open it, which contrivance they attributed to my husband" (Letter XXVI). A conventional marker of female propriety, Lady Mary's corset becomes symbolic of the 'tight-laced' condition of English women and a marker of cultural difference. The corset incident emphasises the definitive power of garments when it comes to cultural belonging and class differentiation. It also encourages, as Susanne Scholz points out, a plurality of cultural readings, ranging from the "paradoxes of the discourse of fashion -the fact that clothes both cover and display the body at the same time" (88), to the superiority of "hard bodies" in Western cultures (89) what rank soever, is permitted to go into the streets without two murlins, one that covers her face all but her eyes, and another, that hides the whole dress of her head, and hangs half way down her back. Their shapes are also wholely concealed, by a thing they call a serigee, which no woman of any sort appears without; this has strait sleeves, that reach to their fingers-ends, and it laps all round them, not unlike a riding-hood. In winter, 'tis of cloth; and in summer, of plain stuff or silk. You may guess then, how effectually this disguises them, so that there is no distinguishing the great lady. (Letter XXIX)
Freedom is here described as the result of transforming imposed fashion into an empowering strategy of disguise. Turkish women are seen as moving from complete exposure and extreme visibility in the bagnio, the exclusive domain of women, to complete concealment and hiding as a means of achieving freedom. 
